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WHY THE NERVOUS SYSTEM?

I know of investigators experienced in this art of diversion which is a return of
ethical pleasure and of invention within the scientific institution. Realizing no
profit (profit is work done for the factory), and often at a loss, they take something
of the order of knowledge in order to inscribe "artistic achievements" on it and
to carve on it the graffiti of their debts of honor. To deal with everyday tactics
in this way would be to practice an "ordinary" art, to find oneself in the common
situation and to make a kind of appropriation of writing itself.

—Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life

I am working on the Nervous System, and it's turning out to be hard
labor indeed. Sometimes I suspect it's working even harder on me than I
am on it. This puts Hermeneutics and Reflexivity in a new light, since they're
now exposed as a property of the NS itself and not of the individual subject—
that curious entity from which many of us have grown to latterly distance
ourselves. Thank God it's only a fiction. Nervous System. That's all it said,
scrawled across a shed I passed on the ferry, gliding over the green waters
of Sydney Harbor, whenever I went into the city, reading about the terror
of the early 20th-century rubber boom in the lower Putumayo River in
southwest Colombia. It was the early 1980s. The signs in the street were of
unemployment, purple hair, and postmod anarchy. Apocalyptic omens. An
underground doing time. And over there and far away, Colombia was in a
state of siege. Torture by the State was commonplace. Paramilitary squads
were on the make. Whenever I got up from my desk to cross the sunlit bay
away from my other world over there and back then in those Putumayan
forests, the Nervous System stared at me in the fullness of its scrawled,
enigmatic, might. A portent? A voice from nowhere tugging at my distracted
attention. For I could not believe let alone begin to explain the terrible
material I was reading about over there and back then, and much less could
I put words to it. Wrenched this way, then that, I believed it all, I believed
nothing. On yes! I admit to falling foul of the whirlygigging of the Nervous
System, first nervous, then a system; first system, then nervous—nerve



•vous System

center and hierarchy of control, escalating to the topmost echelon, the very
nerve-center, we might say, as high as the soul is deep, of the individual self.
The massive forebrain, protuberant and hanging over the landscape, like the
mushroom-shaped cloud of civilized consciousness; then the mid-brain and
stem with their more "primitive" (according to medical science) olfactory,
memory, and autonomic nervous system functions, intrinsically central,
older, and self-locating, and then, dribbling down somewhat like a kid's
sandcastle, the spinal column with its branches, synapses, and ganglia. It's a
complex picture. The tissue is irreplaceable. Its cells are unregenerative.
Even while it inspires confidence in the physical centerfold of our worldly
existence—at least that such a centerfold truly exists—and as such bespeaks
control, hierarchy, and intelligence—it is also {and this is the damnedest thing)
somewhat unsettling to be centered on something so fragile, so determinedly
other, so nervous. And whenever I try to resolve this nervousness through
a little ritual or a little science I realize this can make the NS even more
nervous. Might not the whole point of the NS be it's always being a jump
ahead, tempting us through its very nervousness towards the tranquil pastures
of its fictive harmony, the glories of its system, thereby all the more securely
energizing its nervousness?

"No passion so effectually robs the mind of all its powers of acting and
reasoning as fear," wrote Burke in 1757 in his essay on the sublime. "To
make any thing terrible," he noted, "obscurity seems in general to be neces-
sary." And as if this were not enough, he followed with the disarming
observation that in "reality a great clearness helps but little towards affecting
the passions, as it is in some sort an enemy to all enthusiasms whatsoever."1

But one thing was clear. What mattered for terror was how it was passed
from mouth to mouth across a nation, from page to page, from image to
body. There was truth enough. And here was I implicating myself into that
very chain. Then it swung into view once again, Nervous System, now connect-
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ing, Yes! A System, all right, switchboard of the commanding heights, delicate
in the power of its centrality. But there was no System. Just a Nervous
System, far more dangerous, illusions of order congealed by fear—an updated
version of what the poet Brecht had written in the 1930s, obsessed with
ordered disorder, the exception and the rule. "Hard to explain, even if it is
the custom, Hard to understand, even if it is the rule":

Why the Nervous System?

Fear rules not onlv those who are ruled, but
The rulers too

Hence the sardonic wisdom of the Nervous System's scrawling incom-
pleteness, its constant need for a fix. Which is what, if only there were time,
gives me pause. How does one side-step the NS's side stepping? How does
one intervene in the power of what Burke designated as its judicious
obscurity wherein, without warning, the referent bursts through into the
representation itself?

The following NS impulses are attempts at just such intervening; essays
written for different audiences at different times from the late 1970s through
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to 1990. They span two books, the first written in the mid-1970s concerning
the devil as a way of figuring the world historical encounter between what
Marcel Mauss called the gift and what Karl Marx called commodity fetishism,

the second written in the mid-1980s concerning terror and shamanism in
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the response to that world historical encounter. Looking over these essays,
I am struck by their distaste for the straight line, testimony to the unsteadiness
characteristic of the Nervous System, which was surely ingrained in my
character-armor from a tender age yet came only and fitfully to my awareness
through grinding on Marx's strange concept of commodity fetishism, as
filtered through the folklore of work and exchange in Colombian plantation
towns and, later on, through a specific form of shamanic healing and terror,
especially state and paramilitary terror.

In a langauge I find as tempting as it is undoubtedly precious, what I was
sensitized to, in those early days in Western Colombia from 1969 onward
amid the dirt-poor agribusiness slums and declining peasant plots, was a
certain poetics of'the commodity; as in one of the never-to-be completed sections
of that name that Walter Benjamin proposed for his Passagenwerk study of
the commodity in the social life of nineteenth-century Paris; as in so much
of the work of the avant-garde, so many unsettling renditions of the form
and allure of the object fatefully soaked in the spell of commodity-efflores-
cence, from the polyocularity of Cubist collage to Warhol's endless serializa-
tions, so much reified, commodity, soup. But what montage, what craziness
is this? From Benjamin's Paris to the plantation town of Puerto Tejada on
the garbage-infested banks of the Palo River in tropical Colombia! But then,
after all, the plantation land invaded by malnourished squatters there in the
1980s wanting house sites adjacent to the town, was subsequently named
by them—"The Heights of Paris."

It was to the curious doubleness in Marx's figure of the commodity that I
was drawn, that quirky flickering unity formed by thingification and spec-
trality, which Georg Lukacs referred to as the phantom objectivity of capitalist
culture, the sort of consciousness Marx highlighted in his notion that, thanks
to the market and the revolution abstracting labor into homogeneous labor-
power, things acquired the properties of persons, and persons became thing-
like; hence the analogy he made with that curious notion drawn from Portu-
guese slavers and Auguste Comte of the African fetish as part of his way of
dealing with the riddle of value. The analogy at one points reads as follows:

In order, therefore, to find an analogy, we must have recourse to the mist-
enveloped regions of the religious world. In that world the productions
of the human brain appear as independent beings endowed with life, and
entering into relation both with one another and the human race. So it

Why the Nervous System?

is in the world of commodities with the products of men's hands. This I
call the Fetishism which attaches itself to the products of labour, so soon
as they are produced as commodities, and which is therefore inseparable
from the production of commodities.

The matter of factness of production becomes anything but matter-of-
fact, and facticity itself is rendered marvelous, mist-enveloped regions of
frozen movement, projections at a standstill, in which things that come from
the hands of man change place with persons, the inside changes place with
the outside as commodities erase the social nexus imploded within and
become self-activating spirit, even Godlike, "things-in-themselves." Faced
with this restless metamorphosing, how could one not despair at the mechan-
icians' attempting to feed the NS's desperate need for a fix by straightening
out Marx's insight into the epistemic flip-flop back-tracking over the capital-
ist moonscape of subject and object? Quite apart from the Herculean labors
of stout-hearted left positivists hammering away, how could one not despair,
for instance, of Georg Lukacs' Weberian-inspired iron cage-form of straight-
ening this out; Lukacs' emphasis on what he called reijication, a type of death,
the thingifying quality of commodity-inspired culture manifested in such
disparate forms as bureaucratic planning and Warhol's all, all-alike, endless
soup cans extending over the face of an ever more rationalized capitalist
universe—what hits you as you wriggle out of the congestion of the city to
leap westwards in the state-registered steel beast across the George Washing-
ton bridge onto Highway 101 starting with Exit 3 and numbered in order
all the way to the Pacific coast where the pounding waves stop it short. A
Cold War feat.

But what seems truer to this picture of a one-dimensional gridlocked
Amerika as death-mask, and certainly more provocative, is the flip-flop from
spirit to thing and back again—the decided undecidabiiity that could so
clearly, so mistily, be seen in Marx's statement regarding the fetish quality
of commodities (let alone in the decided undecidabiiity of the straighter than
straight city streets from which the steel beast sprang, and in the globule-
laden insides of those Campbell soup cans). The death-mask was only one
side; the ascendant spirit it masked, the other. And where the action was,
where the NS was put into high gear, was in between, zig-zagging back and
forth in the death-space where phantom and object stared each other down.

Working out the gamut of possible reactions to this mobility of the NS
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meant, eventually, breaking free of the rosary-bead claims of cause-and-
effect thinking in historical and social analysis, developing an entirely other
mode not just of "thinking" but of working, applied thought, embodied
thought, if you like, which in my line of business eventually boils down to
putting marks on paper, writing, and the occasional use of visual images like
the photograph. The focus of worry shifted from the object of scrutiny to
the mode of its presentation, for it is there, in the medium of presentation,
that social theory and cultural practice rub one against and inform the other
such that there is the chance, small as it might well be, of what I will call
"redeeming" the object—giving it another lease of life breaking through the
shell of its conceptualizations so as to change life itself. There was no Theory
outside of its being brought thus to life. Social analysis was no longer an
analysis of the object of scrutiny, but of the mediation of that object in one
context with its destination in quite another—for instance, Putumayan
healers over there and back then, with you engaged with these stained-glass
words here and now. Thus all social analysis is revealed as montage.

This became clearer to me as I tried to work my way free of various
notions of "contradiction" and had to confront the power play at work on
the musculature of a middle-aged woman patient in the ward of a university
teaching hospital in the midwest of the USA in the late 1970s, a power-play
in which anthropology's once long-standing preoccupation with magic,
science, and religion was reborn in the encounter with modern medical
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reiftcation and fetishization of the woman's body as social sign. Not for
nothing was the title of that rumination, "Reification and the Consciousness
of the Patient" (1980), a reference to the celebrated 1922 contribution to
Marxist epistemology by Georg Lukacs, "Reification and the Consciousness
of the Proletariat," the essay which Walter Benjamin credited as having a
decisive influence on the Marxist direction his own work on allegory and
modernism was taking at that time as he worked on "One Way Street"
between 1924 and 1929.

It was from Benjamin's work that I was encouraged to think about the
possibilities for NS writing as incantatory spells of mimetic-realism in which,
by means of judicious "quoting" of the real, one is simultaneously intimate
and shocked by it—wherein (to raise Marx's fetish-ghost yet again) the spirit
of the matter meets the matter of spirit such that in the moving depiction
of this moving reality to wound and heal, of what I now see as the NS, the

Why the Nervous System?

rites of style are everything—words pressing into and impressed by the
sensuousness of their referents, the power of arbitrariness of social conven-
tions battling it out with the physical wallop of their effects, theory a never-
to-be-sold-out implicitness in matter, sometimes conveniently storied. To
categorize this as the project of doing or making theory, but implicitly in
the synthetic density of its matter of factuality, is merely to grasp the first
stirrings of a critical break from High Theory, while preserving its haughty
suspicion of the obvious. Storied implicitness as a way of making theory
make itself was something 1 several times aimed at, with variable success—
as in "An Australian Hero" (1987), "Terror As Usual" (1989), Violence and
Resistance in the Americas" (1990), and "Tactility and Distraction" (1990).
What needed to be brought out was the curious activity wherein mine
became but the latest, contiguous, link in a chain of narratives sensuously
feeding back into the reality thus (dis)enchained.

I remember well the repeated shock of returning from the Putumayo to
the university in the late 1970s, after the fragmented joke-riddled incom-
pleteness of ways of talk, of active interpretation, so practical, so fabulous,
in the all-night curing sessions there, coming back to face the demands for
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academic talk and writing—the demands for an explanation, the demands
for coherence, the denial of rhetoric, the denial of performance, when what
was crying out for a coherent explanation was the demand for such and the
denial of such. What I was being invited to do in those hallucinatory curing
sessions of magical practicality on the frontier where Indians cured colonists
was to rethink the mode of work in which I was involved as work better
approached from the tension involved in the disconcerting experiments in
representation tried out by European and (as I later learnt to appreciate,
early Soviet) Modernism——e.g. Joyce, Cubism, Woolf, Myerhold, Zurich,
Dada, Berlin Dada, Constructivism, Brecht, Eisenstein, and Benjamin moving
from allegory to the shock of montage and the liberating (messianic) mimetic
snapshot of the "dialectial image."

For in those curing nights what I had to reckon with was the power of
the mental image to alter the course of misfortune. Now surely I want to
historicize this imagery with its play of angels and sacred gold, its wildness
and montage, its possible locations in a giant and, strange to say, curing,
narrative of colonial conquest, Christian redemption, and Statecraft—the



e Nervous System

point of this narrative being the way the Indian, the (phantom) object of
scrutiny, is recruited as a healing object. But just as surely, and precisely on
account of this content, I need to highlight its physiognomic power, its power
to disturb the (collective) bodv. "Seeing this, you cure?" I remember a man
asking the healer about his vision of angels and birds, shamans and soldiers,
priests and books spewing gold, the soldiers dancing and singing like shamans
themselves. "Yes, friend. Seeing that you cure," replied the healer, and at
one point the man tried to get up out of his hammock, so real was this
imagery, and join with the soldiers dancing and singing. And so it was
explained to me that the healer passes on an image, the "painting" as it is
called there, to the sick person who, seeing it, gets better-^all this accompa-
nied by waves of nausea gathering fires of sensory storm, vomit, and the
cleansing pandemonium of purging. The man was climbing out of his
hammock into his image, just as that queer thief, Jean Genet, summed up
the fix of the Nation-State, the erotic fetish-power of borders. "The crossing
of borders and the excitement it arouses in me," he wrote, "were to enable
me to apprehend directly the essence of the nation I was entering. I would
penetrate less into a country than to the interior of an image."7

And so I got to thinking—passed on to me, and from me to you, how
does this apply to my practice as a mediationist—and yours, as a reader—
given the possibilities and even necessities for reconceptualizing the power
of imageric and magical thinking in modernity? This was where Benjamin's
arguments concerning the importance of mimesis and the power of image
as bodily matter awakening memory, awakening collective dream-time in
our era of mechanical reproduction, pressed upon me as both method and
a program of practical inquiry—as I hope is obvious in some of the following
essays, bearing in mind the unreliability of a left-handed method dependent
on chance in dislodging habits deeply ingrained amid the corporality of the
Nervous System's being. For precisely what calls the method into play, what
gives it its chance no less than its necessity, are the fleeting instants of
possibility which flash up in what Benjamin designated as "moments of
danger"—which make it virtually impossible to succeed.

What was at stake, then, was not folk medicine in the trivialized sense
with which a medical anthropology has now buried this object of scrutiny.
What was at stake was the art of healing images lying at the cornerstone of
power and representation, the space between art and life involved in the

Why the Nervous System?

healing of misfortune. And nothing could be more off the mark in this regard
than the application of a dominating Western dramatic tradition in social
analysis, making sense by means of an adventure of the intellect struggling
from darkness to light, from disorder to order, giving the Nervous System
its daily fix.

If it was Putumayo healing that got me into this way of thinking about
the magic of Knlightenment, the way its light weighed so heavily on the
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darkness of primitive tragedy, as represented, it was Benjamin's observation
in his commentary on Brecht about an underground Western dramatic
tradition resurfacing in Brecht's tragedies that provided me with an alterna-
tive stage. It came like a flash, I remember, in 1984, when 1 was battling
with how to write Putumayo curing nights without pushing them into the
Enlightenment soap opera, my wanting instead to preserve their hallucinatory
montaged flowing and stopping and starting once again, the power of the
mental image to hold a history of nations, of wildness as curative, of
the continuous joking undermining of everything, testimony to Benjamin's
highlighting Brecht's figure of water wearing away the granite. Here shock
and montage came center-stage with impressive curing power—tumbling
certainties into the imageric politics of reality-and-illusion, the curer's me-
dium as much as terror's, too.

As I read the early 20th-century reports on terror in the rubber boom
along the lower reaches of the Putumayo River, and simultaneously heard
people around me in the early 1980s discussing the disfigured corpses found
along the roads leading into Puerto Tejada in the canefields of western
Colombia, far from the Putumayo, I came to feel that terror dissolved
certainty every bit as much as it preyed on one's heartfelt desire to find its
secret order. Yet the more one looked for the order, the more one was
caught in its sticky web of evasions, bluffs, and halls of mirrors. And the
more one tried to bluff back, fighting indeterminacy with indeterminacy,
there waiting in the wings was Order with a giant rabbit-killer. Here,
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interpretation was no esoteric practice of the literary critic but a matter of
survival.

Starkly relevant here was Benjamin's notion of history as state of siege.
And of course it is the State which declares the state of siege and therewith
ensures Leviathan's special effects, the fetish-power of the State-idea where
the arbitrariness of power butts the legitimation of authority, where reason
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and violence do their little duet. "The tradition of the oppressed," he wrote
at the end of the 1930s, "teaches us that the 'state of emergency* in which
we live is not the exception but the rule." This was not only an attempt to
designate a reality—one so common in Colombia and other Latin American
countries and now, in 1991 so vivid in parts of the USA too. It was also
designed to provoke a radically different way of seeing and reacting to
history, because in a state of siege order is frozen, yet disorder boils beneath
the surface. Like a giant spring slowly compressed and ready to burst at any
moment, immense tension lies in strange repose. Time stands still, like the
ticking of a time-bomb, and if we are to take the full measure of Benjamin's
point, that the state of siege is not the exception but the rule, then we are
required to rethink our notions of order, of center and base, and of certainty
too—all of which now appear as state of sieged dream-images, hopelessly
hopeful illusions of the intellect searching for peace in a world whose tensed
mobility allows of no rest in the nervousness of the Nervous System's system.
For our very forms and means of representation are under siege. How could
it be otherwise?

To take social determination seriously means that one has to see oneself
and one's shared modes of understanding and communication included in
that determining. To claim otherwise, to claim the rhetoric of systematicity's
determinisms and yet except oneself, is an authoritarian deceit, a magical
wonder. Those of us who have had to abandon that sort of magic are left
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with a different wondering; namely how to write the Nervous System that
passes through us and makes us what we are—the problem being, as I see
it, that everytime you give it a fix, it hallucinates, or worse, counters your
system with its nervousness, your nervousness with its system. As far as I'm
concerned, and I admit to going slow with these ,NS matters, this puts
writing on a completely different plane than hitherto conceived. It calls
for an understanding of the representation as contiguous with that being
represented and not as suspended above and distant from the represented—
what Adorno referred to as Hegel's programmatic idea—that knowing is
giving oneself over to a phenomenon rather than thinking about it from
above. And it calls for a mode of writing no less systematically nervous than
the NS itself—of which, of course, it cannot but be the latest extension, the
penultimate version, the one permanently before the last.

TERROR AS USUAL:
WALTER BENJAMIN'S THEORY
OF HISTORY AS STATE
OF SIEGE

Terror as the Other

A question of distance—that's what I'd like to say about talking terror,
a matter of finding the right distance, holding it at arm's length so it doesn't
turn on you (after all it's just a matter of words), and yet not putting it so
far away in a clinical reality that we end up having substituted one form of
terror for another. But having said this I can see myself already lost, lost out
to terror you might say, embarked on some futile exercise in Liberal
Aesthetics struggling to establish a golden mean and utterly unable to absorb
the fact that terror's talk always talks back—super-octaned dialogism in
radical overdrive, its talk presupposing if not anticipating my response,
undermining meaning while dependent on it, stringing out the nervous
system one way toward hysteria, the other way toward numbing and apparent
acceptance, both ways flip-sides of terror, the political Art of the Arbitrary,
as usual.

Of course, that's elsewhere, always elsewhere, you'll want to say, not the
rule but the exception, existing in An-Other Place like Northern Ireland,
Beirut, Ethiopia, Kingston, Port au Prince, Peru, Mozambique, Afghanistan,
Santiago, the Bronx, the West Bank, South Africa, San Salvador, Colombia,
to name but some of the more publicized from the staggering number of
spots troubling the course of the world's order. But perhaps such an
elsewhere should make us suspicious about the deeply rooted sense of order
here, as if their dark wildness exists so as to silhouette our light, the bottom
line being, of course, the tight and necessary fit between order, law, justice,
sense, economy, and history—all of which them elsewhere manifestly ain't

11
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got much of. Pushed by this suspicion I am first reminded of another sort
of History of another sort of Other Within, a history of small-fry rather
than of the Wealth of Nations, as for example in a letter in the Village Voice

in 1984 from an ex-social worker in the state of Colorado, in the USA,
commenting on an article on Jeanne Anne Wright who killed her own
children. The social worker notes that it was axiomatic that the "deeper you
dig, the dirtier it gets; the web of connections, the tangled family histories
of failure, abuse, and neglect spread out in awesomely unmanageable propor-
tions." When the social worker asked a young mother about the burn marks
on her nine-year old daughter, she replied in a passive futile voice that her
husband used a cattle prod on the girl when she was bad. Then she smiled,
"as if it was the oddest thing," saying "It hurts too. I know 'cos he uses it
on me sometimes." They lived "anonymous and transitory" in a refurbished
chicken coop on a canal-lined road. One afternoon this social worker was
taking the last of another woman's four children from her home when the
woman leapt up and pulled down her pants to show him where her ex-
husband had stabbed her in the buttocks. "Just as suddenly," he writes, the
woman "realized what she had done and began to cry and to laugh, somehow
at the same time, and somehow to mean both." And he concludes by saying
"1 am left with the impression of lives as massive, dense, and impenetrable
as those nodes of collapsed matter out of which nothing escapes and whose
only measure is what they absorb and conceal."

But what about the histories of the Big Fry, the Histories of Success? Are
they so removed from this violent world whose only measure is what it
absorbs and conceals? In talking terror's talk are we ourselves not tempted
to absorb and conceal the violence in our own immediate life-worlds, in our
universities, workplaces, streets, shopping malls, and even families, where,
like business, it's terror as usual? In particular, as we zig-zag between wanting
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to conceal and wanting to reveal, might we not suddenly become conscious
of our own conventions of coordinating power and sense-making and realize,
as Walter Benjamin put it in his last writings written on the eve of World
War II, that:

The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the "state of emergency"
in which we live is not the exception but the rule. We must attain to a
conception of history that is in keeping with this insight. Then we shall
clearly recognize that it is our task to bring about a real state of emergency,

Walter Benjamin's Theory of History

and this will improve our position in the struggle against Fascism. One
reason why Fascism has a chance is that in the name of progress its
opponents treat it as a historical norm. The current amazement that the
things we are experiencing are "still" possible in the twentieth century is
nor philosophical. This amazement is not the beginning of knowledge—
unless it is the knowledge that the view of history which gives rise to it
is untenable ("Theses on the Philosophy of History").

In other words what does it take to understand our reality as a chronic state
of emergency, as a Nervous System? Note the concept; please take care to
note the issue before us. Not a knee-jerk application of postmodern anti-
totalitarianism bent on disrupting an assumed complicity between terror and
narrative order, but an opportunistic positionless position which recognizes
that the terror in such disruption is no less than that of the order it is bent
on eliminating.

Terror is what keeps these extremes in apposition, just as that apposition
maintains the irregular rhythm of numbing and shock that constitutes the
apparent normality of the abnormal created by the state of emergency.
Between the order of that state and the arbitrariness of its emergency, what
then of the center—and what of its talk?

Talking Terror 1

I had been invited by one of our more august institutions of the higher
learning to talk on the terror associated with the Peruvian Amazon Company
in the early twentieth-century rubber boom in the Putumayo area of Colom-
bia. Before the talk I lunched with my host, a scholar, older than myself.
With remarkable verve and flair for detail he compared different historical
epochs for their amount of terror, concluding, over dessert, that our century
was the worst. There was something weighty, even sinister, about this. We
were drawing a balance sheet not just on history but on its harvest of terror,
our intellect bending under the weight of fearful facts, and our epoch had
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come in first. We felt strangely privileged, in so far as we could equate our
epoch with ourselves, which is, I suppose, what historical judgement turns
upon. And in drawing our grim conclusion, were we not deliberately making
ourselves afraid, in ever so sly a way enjoying our fear? But I myself find I
am now a little frightened even suggesting this possibility. It seems plausible,
yet over-sophisticated, mocking both fear and intelligence.

13
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Tennis balls thwacked. The shadows thrown by the Gothic spires length-
ened as the afternoon drew on. One could not but feel a little uneasy about
the confidence with which terror was being mastered over linen napkins, a
confidence shielding the unspoken fear the university community had of the
ghetto it had disappeared several years back—"disappeared," a strange new
word-usage in English as well as in Spanish, as in El Salvador or Colombia
when someone just vanishes off the face of the map due to para-military
death squads. The university in the USA is of course remote from that sort
of thing. Death squads, I mean. But it is well known that some twenty-five
years back this particular university, for instance, had applied relentless
financial pressure on the surrounding ghetto-dwellers and that during that
time there were many strange fires burning buildings down and black people
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out. There was hate. There was violence. Nobody forgot the dead white
professor found strung up on the school fence. The university came to own
the third largest police force in the state. Together with the city administra-
tion it changed the traffic pattern, impeding entry to the area by means of
a labyrinth of one-way streets. An invisible hand manipulated what it could
of public culture and public space. It became unlawful to post certain sorts
of flyers on university notice boards, thus preventing certain sorts of people
from having any good reason for being in the vicinity. Thus, in time, while
preserving the semblance of democratic openness, the university came to
reconstruct the ghetto into a middle class, largely white, fortress within an
invisible cordon sanitaire. Terror as usual, the middle class way, justified by
the appeal to the higher education, to the preservation of Civilization itself,
played out right there in the fear-ridden blocks of lofty spires, the fiery
figures of the burning buildings, and the calm spotlights of policemen with
their watchful dogs. We remember Walter Benjamin: "no document of
civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism."

My thoughts drifted to a late nineteenth-century story written by Joseph
Conrad's close friend, the larger than life eccentric Robert Bontine Cunning-
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hame Graham. In this story, "A Hegira," Cunninghame Graham relates how
on a trip to Mexico City in 1880 he visited eight Apache Indians imprisoned
in a cage and on public view in the castle of Chapultepec. As he left the city
to return to his ranch in Texas, he heard they had escaped, and all the long
way north he witnessed elation and pandemonium as in town after town
drunken men galloped off, gun in hand, to track down and kill, one by one,
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these foot-weary Indians—half-human, half-beast, decidedly and mysteri-
ously Other—slowly moving north through the terrain of Mexico, constitut-
ing it as a nation and as a people in the terror of the savagery imputed to
the Apache. Yet when I'd finished telling the tale my host looked at me.
"Do you know how many people the Apaches killed and how many head
of cattle they stole between 185S and 1885?" he asked. It was as much a
challenge as a question, the sort of question you asked looking down the
sights of a gun where reality equals a target. The implication was clear; there
was "good reason" to fear and kill those Apaches. "But there were only eight
of them, in the whole of Mexico, alone and on foot," I replied. "And a dog
they'd picked up."

But later on, to my surprise, when the seminar got under way, my host,
once so fiery and eloquent on the topic of terror, so in command of his vast
history-machine, fell silent as the grave, slumped into the furthest recess of
his padded chair. A young tenured professor chaired the occasion in a don't-
mess-with-me manner, refusing to allow me to begin with the summary I'd
prepared. "That won't be necessary!" he repeated archly, asking nearlv all
the questions which, like the host's reaction to the Apache story, were not
only aimed at making sense of terror as somebody's profit, but in doing so
furthered the terror he purported to be explaining. The sad grevness of the
late afternoon spread through the room. Pale and forbiddingly silent, the
graduate students sat as sentinels of truth for oncoming generations. Why
were they so frightened? What did they feel? Maybe they felt nothing?

Reluctantly I met my host for a cup of coffee two days later at the
university. He was insistent and invoked all sorts of nostalgia to smooth over
unstated tensions. But what a climax! Where was the genteel comfort of his
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imagined past of heroic intellectuals in the sub-basement of what was said
to be a perfect copy of an Oxford college where we now sat holding
undrinkable coffee from a slot machine while four or five gangling young
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men from the ghetto horsed around menacing one another, and the clientele,
teasing of course, as they played unbearably loud music from the jukebox?
The host leaned forward against the noise. The arteries pulsed in his stout
neck. "Have you read Bordovitch's work on the Stalin trials, published in
Paris in the fifties?" he shouted.

"No," I had to confess.
He leaned forward again. "Do you know why the prisoners admitted to
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crimes they hadn't committed?" he demanded with a sharp edge to his voice.
"Because they were deprived of sleep—for weeks at a time," he thundered.
"In white cells with the light on all the time!'1

He sat back, glowing like a white light himself, grimly satisfied, even a
little exultant and happy now that he had pushed terror's dark murk
well away from those politically staged performances where confusion and
confession worked to each other's benefit. He insisted on driving me the
five blocks to where I was staying. "Here your car is your tank," he said.

Talking Terror 2

In the Republic of Colombia in South America, an official State of
Emergency has been in force, now on, now off, now on again, for as long
as most people can remember. The timing and rhythm of the application
and enforcement of this measure gives us some idea of the operation of
states of what Bertolt Brecht surveying Germany in the thirties called
"ordered disorder," and since decades Colombia has been defined as being
in a state of chaos such that predictions of imminent revolution, a blood
bath, or a military dictatorship have been made on an almost daily basis.
Today, in a total population of some 27 million, being the third largest in
Latin America, with widespread assassinations striking, so it is said, some
thirty people a day, with 500 members of the only viable opposition party,
the Union Patriotica, gunned down in the streets over the past two years,
with an estimated 11,000 assassinations carried out by the more than 149
death squads recently named in the national Congress over roughly the same
time period, and with over 1,000 named people disappeared (surely but a
small fraction of the actual number)—there can be no doubt that a situation
exists which is no less violent than it is sinister, and that its sinister quality
depends on the strategic use of uncertainty and mystery around which stalks
terror's talk and to which it always returns.

But is this situation widely understood, within or outside the country, as
a State of Emergency in Benjamin's sense? Is it, in other words, seen as the
exception or the rule, and what political and indeed bodily consequences
might there be in constantly harping on the ideal of Order as in the prominent
discourse of the State, the Armed Forces and the media with their incessant
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and almost ritualistic reference to the "state of public order," particularly
when it seems pretty obvious that these very forces, especially the Armed
Forces in an age as defined by Pentagon theorists as one of "low intensity
warfare," have as much to gain from disorder as from order—and probably
a good deal more? Indeed, in the case of the Armed Forces, disorder is surely
intrinsic to its modus operandi wherein the arbitrariness of power is practiced
as an exquisitely fine art of social control. Furthermore, what does it mean
to define such a situation as exists in Colombia as chaotic, given that the
chaos is everyday, not a deviation from the norm, and in a strategically
important political sense is a disordered order no less than it is an ordered
disorder? What does it mean, and what does it take to envisage a society as
breaking down to the point of dying—as the headlines in the January 24, 1988,
edition of El Diario of New York puts it for Colombia—when there is every
reason to suggest that this state of emergency is most decidedly not the
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exception but the rule for this particular nation-state (if not for many others
as well)? In the postmodern world, as the state, the market, and the
transnational corporations enter into a new configuration of arbitrariness
and planning, might not the very concept of the social, itself a relatively
modern idea, be outdated in so far as it rests on assumptions of stability and
structure? In which case what is all the talk about order about?

Looking at the social world in the tensed yet highly mobile way Benjamin
encouraged us to do with his dictum about the constancy of the state of
emergency, I think we can start to understand the flow of power connecting
terror's talk with the use of disorder through assassination and disappearing
people. This understanding requires knowing how to stand in an atmosphere
whipping back and forth between clarity and opacity, seeing both ways at
once. This is what I call the optics of The Nervous System, and while much
of this is conveyed, in a typically oblique manner, in the notion of the
normality of the abnormal, and particulary in the normality of the state of
emergency, what needs pondering—and this is our advantage, today, in this
venue, with our terror-talk which automatically imposes a framing and a
distancing-effect—is the violent and unexpected ruptures in consciousness
that such a situation carries. This is not so much a psychological as a social
and cultural configuration and it goes to the heart of what is politically
crucial in the notion of terror as usual.
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I am referring to a state of doubleness of social being in which one moves
in bursts between somehow accepting the situation as normal, only to be
thrown into a panic or shocked into disorientation by an event, a rumor, a
sight, something said, or not said—something that even while it requires the
normal in order to make its impact, destroys it. You find this with the terrible
poverty in a Third World society and now in the centers of U.S. cities too, such
as Manhattan; people like you and me close their eyes to it, in a manner of
speaking, but suddenly an unanticipated event occurs, perhaps a dramatic or
poignant or ugly one, and the normality of the abnormal is shown for what it
is. Then it passes away, terror as usual, in a staggering of position that lends
itself to survival as well as despair and macabre humor. It is this doubleness of
social being and its shock-changing that the Marxist playwright Bertolt Brecht
used, but in reverse, so as to problematize the cast of normalcy sustaining the
reality-effect of the public sphere. Seismology, a superior form of semiology, is
what the critic Roland Barthes called this technique of Brecht's.

Terror's talk in such circumstances fluctuates between the firmly sensed
and usually quite dogmatic certainties that there indeed exists a reason and
a center, on the one hand, and the uncertainties of a diffuse, decentered
randomness on the other. Take for instance the editorial of one of the
country's main daily newspapers, El Espectador, 26th of February, 1986,
entitled El Desorden Publico. First there is a breathless listing of the "successive
acts of terror" that have "shaken the country" in the past week . . . the
mounting attacks on journalists, one being killed in Florencia, another in
Cali, the confrontation of police with Indians in the remote desert peninsula
of the Guajira where eight people were killed, the assassination of ten
peasants in the municipality of La Paz in Santander, the blowing-up of oil
pipe lines now amounting to 65 million pesos, the assassination of a young
Union Patriotica activist in Cauca, the attacking of a police post between
Pereira and Armenia by a guerrilla unit of the HPL, which killed one
policeman and wounded four others, massive peasant demonstrations in the
frontier Department of Arauca, the escalation of drug trafficking and, on
top of all this, according to the editorial, the double-game of the guerrilla,
taking peace but making war.

"This, in broad strokes," continues the editorial, "is the internal situation
of the country, convulsed and explosive" such that it seems as if
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there might be an intimate connection between the diverse factors that
o

conspire against the maintenance of peace and public security. But al-
though that may not exist, there are so many repeated outbursts from
different battlefields that, wanting to or not, the forces that operate against
public peace converge with equal and destructive impetus to the common
task of destruction in which they find themselves engaged.

Terrible talk, indeed.
Forces become disembodied from social context as we enter a world in

which things become animated, paralleling the impossibly contradictory need
to both establish and disestablish a center, a motive force, or a reason
explaining everything. Strangely this Nervous System acquires an animistic,
even anthropomorphic, quality—factors conspiring, forces converging,
forces finding themselves engaged in common destruction—and just as
strangely, in the entire litany of terrifying forces recorded in the editorial,
there is this terrifying absence of any mention of the Armed Forces of the
State itself. Could these latter be the truly invisible dread that centers the
Nervousness of the Nervous System whose semiosis involves not so much
the obvious meaning but what Roland Barthes called the obtuse meaning of
signs?

In the many written works by the foremost spokesman and guru of the
Armed Forces, General Fernando Landazabal Reyes, terror's talk assumes
the situation prevailing in Colombia is decidedly part of an order, a global
order of cosmic confrontation between democracy and communism in which
poor Third World countries are the first to be fractured and where the front
line of combat is drawn. In his rendering of reality, in books such as The

Price of Peace and Social Conflict, one senses quite acutely the comingling
and fluctuation between the Positivist Style of the hard fact, the Abstract
Empiricism (as Sartre would put it) of the diagrams depicting patterns of
circular causation between poverty, morality, injustice, violence, and so
forth, together with the spellbinding wonder of the metaphysics of patrio-
tism, death, order, and hierarchy. As I see it these latter are the very things
that create and control a sense of fixing together with a sense of slippage,
especially obvious and important in the case of death, so finite a connection
with the infinite, and even more obvious in the case of the new tactic of
disappearing which, as Julio Cortazar pointed out in the early eighties, thinking
not only of the 30,000 disappeared in Argentina, creates a new circle to
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